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Impediments to the Cultivation of
the Folk School Spirit in a North
American Context: The Case of
Grand View College
by DENNIS BIELFELDT
In the 1995-96 academic year Grand View College will
celebrate its first hundred years of life. In anticipation of
this milestone, suggestions have been made to designate
1994-95 the "Year of Grundtvig," and to formally observe
with the entire Grand View community the influence of
the great Dane upon the college and its educational philosophy. What, after all, could be more fitting for a college
whose most recent Academic Mission Statement proudly
declares its founding "by Danish immigrants who sought
to give the educational vision and ideals of N.F.S.
Grundtvig an institutional presence?" 1 What other comparably-sized American college supports a Scandinavian
Studies Department, a functioning Grundtvig Studies
Committee, Danish books in the college bookstore, and a
well-stocked Danish and Grundtvig archives in the
library? What other small American college has, over the
years, hosted a series of Grundtvig Studies Conferences? 2
On the surface of it, there are a great many signs suggesting that the Danish-Grundtvigian tradition continues
to permeate the life of the institution. College publications
frequently encourage alumni to remember the folk-danc-9-

ing, the gymnastics, the nightly singing and devotions,
and the common lectures which were part of their Grand
View experience. This past year friends of the college were
asked to consider a donation for remodeling"Old Main"
(the college's first building constructed in 1895) to include
a ·1argecommon room similar to the one where students,
faculty, and staff once gathered around the piano for conversation and sol)g. Each Spring concurrent Elderhostel
sessions featuring Danish topics draw good crowds. 3 In
1993 an attempt was even made to revive Danish folk
dancing for the Advent Julefest.
More significantly, institutional policy and marketing
explicitly declare the continuing import of Grundtvig's
educational philosophy at Grand View. The college, which
has long advertised itself as "Des Moines' College of
Opportunity," has deliberately linked the "opportunity" it
provides marginalstudents to its Grundtvigian heritage,
proclaiming in the Academic Mission Statement a commitment "to Grundtvig's belief that each person has innate
qualities and abilities which, when developed, can lead to
a rewardingand productive life."' The open admission
policy of Grand View selfconsciously recalls the folk
school tradition.' The College Mission Statement even concludes with a characteristic Grundtvigian
phrase:
"Buildingon its founding heritage, Grand View is a school
for life.116On the basis of such evidence, it is easy to conclude that the Danish tradition and the spirit of the
Gn&ndtvigian-inspired folk high school persist at Grand
View,- that they continue to inform the life, purpose, and
mission; of the college.
Unfortunately, such a conclusion would be premature,
for despite the best efforts of many, the Grundtvigian spirit and educational philosophy scarcely survive at Grand
View. In this paper I will document the absence of this
-10-

spirit, and identify significant features of the contemporary American educational context antithetical to its formation.
This paper consists of four more brief sections. Part II
explores the characteristics of the Grundtvigian folk
school; part III provides a short history of Grand View,
and discloses the many folk school features that once existed at the college; part N describes the general situation at
Grand View today, pointing to the absence of most of those
folk school characteristics; and part V suggests that these
characteristics can no longer obtain because of social, cultural, and economic factors endemic to contemporary
American society. A short conclusion follows.
II
As Knud Bugge has pointed out, the general content of
Grundtvig's educational ideas can be grouped under four
headings: (1) Youth is the optimal time for education - - not
childhood; (2) Education happens best through oral teaching, through the "spirited" lecture; (3) Danish youth should
receive education in the Danish-Norse tradition, for it is
this tradition and language that allow the heart to be
touched; (4) Such an education, while connected with
Christian life, stresses that faith remain an "unspoken
dimension. "7 That which underlies these four points is,
according to Bugge, the notion of a levende vekselvirkning
(living interaction).
The vekselvirkning characterizes the relationship
between the "life" of youth whose emotions are naturally
aroused, and the "light" of the teachers with experience
and reflection.8 Because such a creative interaction must be
genuinely dialectical, its optimal form is the living word of
oral transmission, the word which can strike at the existential center of the other.9 Because language is not a mere
instrument whose external signs are arbitrarily connected
-11-

to objects or meanings, 10 but a living vekselvirkning connected to the existential center of the individual, instruction must proceed in that language and tradition which
has historically molded that center: the Danish-Norse tradition.11Finally, while education comprising a Skoien for
Livet must be thoroughly a "school for this life" dedicated
to Menneskelivets Forklaring ("the clarification of the
meaning of human life"),12 it must at the same time point to
the possibility of ultimate meaning and purpose. 13 In summary, for Grundtvig, true education is a living process in
which the horizons of both teachers and students are continually and reciprocally challenged in the mutual interaction of the oral "living word," an interaction occurring in
the particular language which has formed, and still comprises, the historical-linguistic existentiality of each. Such
an interaction, concerned with the unconcealing of existential meaning, points by its nature to the possibility of
ultimate meaning.
The Grundtvigian folk school attempted to put these
ideas into operation. 1' Because students were deemed to
have lives in as full of measure as teachers, students were
not examined by teachers. There were no academic admission requirements, and students attending did so volun. tarily. According to Grundtvig, natural curiosity and the
desire to learn are the only things that motivate the true
learning that has freedom as its precondition. 15 The folk
high school was a place where a "historical-poetic" educa- ·
tion could occur through "conversation, story-telling, poetry, and song. "16 Students were exposed to· poetry to
strengthen them in their mother tongue, 17 and, in addition,
they were given a sense of their cultural.identity and provided with something that served the "interests of life."18
Steven BQrishhas summarized these themes by listing
five distinctive tenets of Grundtvig's educational views
-12-..

influencing the development of the Danish Folk High
School: (1) The power of the "living word" ukt levende
ord), (2) Enlightenment for life (livsoplysning). (3) The
notion of the Enlightenment of the People (folkeoplysining). (4) Interaction (vekselvirkning), and (5) The wisdom
of ordinary people over the elite and learned (folket over.forde dannede). 19
This last point demands elaboration. In the 1840's the
notion of folkelighed gained increasing importance for
Grundtvig. According to I<aj Thanning, the term came to
mean "that which is analogous to the people: Danish in
Denmark, Swedish in Sweden, German in Germany, etc."»
Yet the root connotation of the term remained, a connotation suggesting a "democratic, unassuming nature." 21 For
Grundtvig, the folk high school was to be a place where
"agricultural workers, large and small independent farmers, skilled manual workers of every trade, sailors, and
businessmen" are to be enlightened, for all these are of
"one blood"; the "same potential for educational and cultural achievement is discoverable in both cottage and
manor house. n:a Over and against the elitism and irrelevance of the Latin "schools for' death," the folk "school for
life" would direct themselves to life's problems, teaching
about life and promoting purposeful living. 23 Instead of
trying to create new life, the "school for life" would deal
with the life that is already manifest in the people; it would
address itself nonjudgmentally to the culture that is
already developed and displayed in the people.
While the relationship between the educational philosophy of first folkehojskole and Grundtvig's own views is
complex, Grundtvig's emphasis on get levende
ml and
the desire to bring about livSQJ)lysnin&display certain
shared assumptions: (1) An emphasis on group singingas
a way to develop
communal
fellowship,
(2)
-13-

Implementation of the foredrag (lecture) as a way to speak
det levende ord in levende vekselvirkning with the students, (3) Living together in community (frelleslivet) so
that there would be maximum opportunity for conversation and ultimately livsoplysning. 24
Space does not permit a deeper treatment of the folk
high school in Denmark. 25 Suffice it to say that when
Danish immigrants first came to America, many acquainted with the folk school naturally wanted to transplant it on
foreign shores. It is to this story of the Danish Folk High
School in America that we now turn, and to the founding
of Grand View College.
III
On November 1, 1878, the first folk school on American
soil opened at Elk Hom, Iowa. A second institution began
in Ashland, Michigan, in 1882, and a third was started at
West Denmark, Wisconsin, in 1884. In the later 1880's,
schools began at Nysted, Nebraska, and Tyler, Minnesota. 26
While some of these experienced some success, all were
closed by the mid 1930's. The idea of the folk school, however, exerted considerable influence on early immigrants.
The Grundtvigian folk school concept was especially vigorous in the Danish Evangelical Lutheran Church · in
America, the church which established Grand View
College. While it is important to note that "Grand View
College was neither conceived nor begun as a folk school,"
it is nonetheless true that the folk school concept was influential in the college for many years. 27 Although the first
full-time President of Grand View, Rasmus Rasmussen
Vestergaard, accepted the position only if he were given
free reign not to conduct the school as a folk school,28 a
look at college catalogs fron those early years reveals some
significant Grundtvigian elements. For instance, the 189899 catalog gives an indication of the importance of the
-14-

daily Foredrag:
According to the rules a daily lecture (Foredrag)is held
at the beginning of the morning. The purpose of this lecture is to treat some aspect of a theme in a far more illustrative and detailed manner than can be attained from a
book or by the self-study of the students. It must be
regarded as significant for the general development of culture, that a single aspect of multi-faceted cultural life is
acquired in as rich and exhaustive discussion as possible.
But for the same reaso~ it must be kept within a proper
limitation. Therefore only one lecture is announced daily.•
The catalog advertises that subjects treated the -previous
year include "Danish Antiquity and the establishment of
the Danish Church," the "Literature and the Religious
Conflict in- Denmark in the First Half of the Nineteenth
Century," and "The Foundation of the Apostolic Church."
In addition, there were lectures over animal and plant
nourishment, growth, and behavior. 30 While some in the
Danish Church thought that even more time sho~d be
devoted to lectures, there did seem to be some agreement
that students were moved and inspired by the lectures.
n
Lectures were conducted in Danish and attendance was
mandatory.
It was the college's Winter School which camecloteStto
the folk school pattern. At this time young DanishAmericans took a respite from their farm labors, and trav ..
eled to Grand View to encounter the "light" of the put.
Recent immigrants attended to learn the language
· and ·
32
customs of their new land. Indeed, of the thirty-four that
attended in the Winter of 1896-97, more than half ·c;lllll
"simply to broaden their general knowledge aod to ..
with other like-minded young people a common ~
and similar values. "33
A look at the early catalogs shows, however, a sdlQQl

-u; ....

that was, strictly speaking, neither a university nor a folk
school. The 1898-99 cataiog declares that "the Danish
Church School or Grand View College was founded in
1895 with the double aim (Formaal) to be a school of
knowledge (Kundskabsskole) for Danish-American youth,
and in addition a clergy school (Praesteskole) for the
Danish Evangelical Church in America. "34 It further advertises knowledge adapted to the "Danish American yout~"
in the "factual nature (forholdenes) of America."35 The
1899-1900 catalog proudly announces that all the faculty
have "a full university education." 36 Grand View was not a
university because of the existence of its foredrag, and its
commercial department courses in bookkeeping, typing,
and shorthand. But it was not a folk school either, for its
theological and teacher training departments had examinations, and specifically prepared students for educational employment opportunities. 37
Yet the ambience of the folk school definitely infiltrated
Grand View, for students lived together, sang together, and
conversed with each other. The "living word" in lecture
gave students latitude to creatively interact. While music
abounded at Grand View, no attempt was made to build
an academic fine arts program. Singing was simply part of
what students did each day.
IV
Sadly, the spirit of the folk school which once thrived at
Grand View is no longer present. Many factors have contributed to its dissolution and disappearance. Certainly,
the Americanization of the Danish community is a major
catalyst. No longer are there Danish immigrants (or sons
and daughters of immigrants) who desire to send their
children to a Danish college. Today, few if any students are
self-consciously Danish. 38 Thus, while Grand View lists a
Scandinavian Studies Department in its catalog and some-16-

times offers courses in Danish, low enrollments routinely
force the cancellation of these classes.39 There is only very
limited recognition on the part of students that Grand
View College has a Danish heritage. 40 Corresponding to
the Americanization of Danish identity and language is
the destruction of a community and "belongingness"
which once flourished at the college.
Moreover, because the college is no longer primarily residential, there is little regular association of students from
which community can be built. While at the tum of the
century all students were housed in Old Main, of the 1389
students attending Grand View in the Fall of 1993, only
132 were fulltime residential students. Instead, most of
today's students are commuters living in the Des Moines
area who take one or more classes at the college each
semester, work full or part-time, and oftentimes raise families besides. 41 Obviously, there is little time for the levende
vekselvirkning necessary for livsoplysning.
Additionally, the prevailing social-economic context
from which Grand View students generally come (and in
which the college is itself embedded) involves a set of
assumptions and values almost directly antithetical to
those which might foster the developnent of folk school
community. The idea that students would freely gather
around a piano to sing, or sit and talk about life's meaning,
is utterly foreign to the lower middle-class values of the
typical Grand View student. Many in this predominantly
first generation college-student population seek only one
thing: upward occupational movement. They come to the
college with no expectations about being "enlightened,"
for they see no reason why "enlightenment" is important;
they have no understanding about how it is supposed to
"cash" in everyday life. For such students, sitting through
a foredrag would be prima fade pointless.42
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Such students find the study of the traditional liberal
arts totally irrelevant to their lives. Nowhere is this more
true than in the study of foreign language. While there was
once a time when the study of language flourished at the
college -- old catalogs attest to the Greek, Latin, German,
French, and Danish instruction -- the time has long since
passed. Currently, Grand View College has no full-time
foreign language professor, and is not planning on
employing one soon. In the fall of 1994, only Spanish I and
m were offered with a total enrollment of only ten students. It is ironic that a college inspired by the educational
philosophy of Grundtvig, a great student of languages,
should find itself offering fewer languages than almost
any other college of its size and mission! 43
It might be argued that Grand View remains somehow
Grundtvigian in its open admission policy, its distrust of
intellectual activity as an end in itself, and its suspicion of
an "educated elite.""Yet, it is difficult to establish a causal
connection between the college's Grundtvigian tradition
and these characteristics. After all, many other small colleges struggling for survival have both de facto open
enrollment, and a vigorous commitment to maximizing
productivity by assigning faculty heavy teaching and committee loads, activities which leave them little opportunity
for cultivation of the life of the mind. One suspects that the
epiphenomenon of Grundtvigianism provides a way to
rationalize activities and policies possessing deeper structural causes.
Grand View's advertising of itself as the "college of
opportunity" in Des Moines does mean that it will take virtually anyone who wants to come - and who has the
money to pay for it.45 This policy has created problems in
the past, for students who are not adequately prepared for
college attend anyway. Many soon discover that standard
-18-

college course work is demanded of them and drop out. 46
It must be said, however, that some students have benefited from the "second opportunity" provided by Grand
View. At least two of the current faculty found Grand View
a safe place to "try again" after doing poorly as undergraduates at a large university. 47
V
In my opinion, the substantial obstacles precluding the
formation of the Grundtvigian spirit at Grand View
College are encumbrances not peculiar to the institution,
for there are a number of aspects of late twentieth-century
American society that operate effectively to deter the
implementation of the Grundtvigian vision. I will discuss
three of the most salient.
Firstly, the Grundtvigian notion that the word can "live"
and operate in the transformation of a person's life is
increasingly problematic today, for dwindling numbers of
American college students have been "linguistically
formed" by the reading of books. Students today are much
more accustomed to watching television (especially MTV),
than reading, listening, or conversing about issues. For
most the visual image has a better chance of striking the
heart than the spoken word. Students arriving without historical consciousness, or appreciation for literature,
mythology, and religion, are often reticent about (and
sometimes incapable of) commerce within the world of
ideas. They prove to be arid soil in which to cultivate a historically grounded life enlightenment. 48
Secondly, the Grundtvigian assumption of a free, open,
and relevant education conflicts with the economic and
social realities of American higher education. At a time not
too far past only the "high school elite" attended college.
Most high school graduates either went directly to work,
or spent time in a vocational or training schools. But the
-19-

last 40 years has seen a marked democratization of the
education process, for now almost half of all high school
students attend college. The four year college degree has
become a prerequisite for most decent jobs in American
society. Consequently, American colleges and universities
have been increasingly forced to provide remedial, highschool level instruction, while at the same time furnishing
a viable vocational curriculum.
Moreover, the success of teaching these basic skills or
"competencies" now must be measurable in order to insure
that the college is "accountable" in its educational delivery.
The result is a conspicuous proclivity on the part of faculty to teach only those things in which progress can be
quantified. Lamentably, it is easier to gauge the letter than
the spirit. 49
The upshot of all this is that the college years become a
time to develop foundational skills, basic cultural literacies, and to receive specialized career training. The consequence is a learning which accords better with the "dead
letter" than the "living spirit", a learning more characteristic of a "school for death" than a "school for life." Of course,
all this is not lost on students who increasingly have similar attitudes about college as they had about high school.
For them the college years become merely one more hoop
to jump through on the way towards achieving the economic "good life."
Finally, since most students in American colleges no
longer have intrinsic interest in what they study, colleges
and universities perpetuate themselves by trying to offer
things their "consumers" can understand. Thus, they offer
curricula and programs having immediate economic benefit. Nowadays colleges are in the business of marketing a
"product" which student "consumers" purchase for reasons
peculiar to them; they offer programs of study that will
-20-·

succeed in generating good "cash flow" so that the "business" of college education can prosper. But all of this is
fundamentally at odds with Grundtvig's vision of livsoplysning, for, according to him, students oftentimes do not
immediately know that which they may later come to recognize as meaningful and valuable . Moreover, while
Grundtvig spoke of a "living interaction" between teacher
and students, this new "consumer model" of education
presupposes a relationship of contract. While the former
connotes the freedom of Gospel, the latter addresses the
dead letter of Law.
In short, cultural and economic forces at work in
American society make a Grundtvigian-style education
unworkable. Most students are not really interested in
ideas, and most are not oriented to hearing words -- even
living ones. Moreover, economic realities often force students to go to college for the sole purpose of obtaining a
diploma, a document that has become increasingly necessary for entry-level jobs in American society.
Conclusion
Today it seems that Grundtvig's notion of the "school
for life" is anachronistic. As we -have seen, most American
students do not think they need enlightenment, and certainly do not go to school with expectations to learn anything about living - - unless it is about "making a living. 1150
Faced with the perplexing problem of establishing a marketing niche in the urban Des Moines area, Grand View
has used the "school for life" motto in a way in which
Grundtvig never intended. At Grand View College,
"school for life" has become a term to talk about career
preparation. 51 When the phrase is now used, it suggests the
acquisition of skills which can be immediately "cashed" in
gaining a foothold in the world of work. Grand View is not
a "school for life" in the sense that it enlightens, rather, it is
-21-

"for life" in the sense that its students can use their degrees
to make ! living. Given the economic pressures of the last
ten years, it is perhaps almost inevitable that the phrase
has been reinterpreted in this way.
It seems to me that our age is witnessing the end of
many of the great linguistic traditions and the world views
embodied within them. While Grundtvig wanted to give
his people a world of Nordic mythology and history (and
thus provide them with the possibility of experiencing
what it is to be Danish), our time in America is characterized by an overwhelming disinterest in language and tradition. We are lost in the everydayness of jobs· and work,
and cannot see another way.
I fear that the problems facing America in the 1990)sare
in many ways greater than those confronting Denmark in
the 1860's. It is not that we in America have recently been
beaten in a war and need to recover the pride of being
American, rather, it is that the entire question of meaning
and purpose has become nonsensical for many.52 We are, in
effect, rotting from within.
Perhaps a new folk school is the only thing that can save
us. Like the folk schools of old, it would be a place without
grades, a place where neither professors nor students
expected economic rewards, a place where all involved
knew the grace of this last great chance. Like the medieval
monastery, students would search for keys to unlock the
voyage of the human spirit. As with Grundtvig, this new
folk school would speak the "living words" of many spirits, words that could nourish the soul and transform the
person. As with Grundtvig, these living words would offer
a type of salvation. Is it too much to hope that, like
Grundtvig, this salvation could be Christian?
Notes
1 Grand View College Course Catalog 1994-1996,p. 5.
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The last was a two day residency by A. M. Allchin and J.
H. Schjorring during the 1994 American promotion of
Heritage and Prophecy. Grundtvig and the EnglishSpeaking World, A.M. Allchin, D. Jasper, J.H. Schjorring, &
K. Stevenson eds., (Norwich, Norfolk: The Canterbury
Press, 1994).
3 Patricia Cross in "Threads of Grundtvig in the Fabric of
Adult Education in the United States," pp. 157-161,
Grundtvig's Ideas in North America (Copenhagen: Det
Danske Selskab, 1983) suggests that the elderhostel movement is "Grundtvigian" in that its courses are low-cost,
non-threatening, without grades or credit, residentiallybased, and emphasize cultural enrichment and satisfaction.
4 Academic Mission Statement in the Grand View College
Course Catalog, p. 5. On the same page, the College
Mission Statement proclaims that the school "admits and
educates students who represent a wide range of ages,
achievements, and expectations."
s Something of the spirit of a school without examinations
and grades also survived for many years at Grand View.
For example, only recently did the college change its grading policy to allow the "F" (failure) grade. Previously students taking, but not passing, a course received an "R."
Many faculty thought the "R" grade allowed students the
chance for meaningful exploration without academic judgment.
, Ibid.
1 See Knud E. Bugge. "The School for Life. The Basic Ideas
of Grundtvig's Educational Thinking," in Heritage and
Prophecy: Grundtvig and the English-Speaking World Ed.
by Allchin, Jasper, Schjorring & Stevenson (Norwich,
Norfolk: The Canterbury Press, Norwich, 1994), pp. 271282. See also "The Basic Ideas of Grundtvig's Educational
2
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Thought," Church and Life, Vol. 37, No. 8, pp. 7-9 & No. 9,
pp. 8-10.
s Bugge, ~ cit.
9 Bugge distinguishes between interaction, dialogue, and
dialectics, claiming that Grundtvig's "interaction" is neither dialectical nor dialogical (p. 278). Cf. Bugge's
"Dialektisk paedagogik og levende vekselvirkning" in
Efterklange- et Grundvig-seminar, eds. Jorgen I. Jensen og
Erik A. Nielsen (Centrum, 1983), pp. 104-115.In my opinion, what Grundtvig describes is not altogether dissimilar
to Gadamer's description of the dialectic of horizons in
Wahrheit und Methode. See Gadamer. Truth and Method,
ed. and trans. by Garrett Barden and John Cumming (New
York: Crossroad Publishing Co.).
10 See Hans Henningsen, "The Danish Folk High School" in
Heritage and Prophechy, pp. 283-297, p. 284.
11 The process described bears marked affinities with
Gadamer's notion of the Wrrkungsgeschichte Bewusstsein
(effects of historical consciousness). For Grundtvig, all true
enlightment is historical.
12 Bugge, p. 273.
13 The phrase, "First human, then Christian," points to the
ontological priority of the question of being in human existence. The "answer" provided by Christianity -- for
Grundtvig, the "true answer" -- depends logically upon the
general contour of the question, and ontologically upon
the horizon of the questioner. This interpretation, consistent with Grundtvig's robust trinitarianism, understands
the relationship between being humari and being
Christian as in esse rather than in fieri; the relation is within the order of being, not within the order of becoming.
14 The developing
folk school tradition parted with
Grundtvig on a number of issues. For instance, Grundtvig
advocated the existence of only one big folk school. See
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Hans Henningsen, "The Danish Folk High School," p. 283.
1s See Finn Shomstrup. "N.F.S. Grundtvig" (Published by
the Press and Cultural Relations Department of the Danish
Ministry of Foreign Affairs). From the theological perspective one might say that Grundtvig wants education to take
place in "evangelical freedom," for he frequently contrasts
the "letter which kills" of the "schools for death" with the
"living spirit" of the "schools for life." This is, in effect, the
distinction between the heteronomy of Law and the theonomy of Gospel.
16 Henningsen, op. cit. p. 285.
11 Ibid, p. 288.
1s Ibid., p. 291. This education for "the interests of life" is
easily misunderstood
and distorted in the current
American context.
19 Steven Borish, The Land of the Living (Nevada City,
California: Blue Dolphin Publishing, 1991), pp. 167££.
20 Kaj Thanning, N.F.S. Grundtvig, tran. David Hohen
(Copenhagen: Det Danske Selskab, 1972), p. 105.
21 Etymologically the term comes from folke and lighed,
meaning "the people" and "equality" respectively. Thus, it
can mean "equality of the people" or "conformity of the
people." Because lighed also means "likeness" or "resemblance," it can be translated as "the quality of being of the
people." See Borish, The Land of the Living, p. 307.
22 Johannes Knudsen, ed., The Selected Writings of N.F.S.
Grundtvig (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1976), p. 156.
11 Ibid., p. 153.
:at See Borish, ~ cit., pp. 193-196.
z A good source in English are several of the essays in
N.F.S. Grundtvig: Tradition and Renewal, eds. Christian
Thodberg and Anders Pontoppidan Thyssen, Trans.
Edward Broadbridge (Copenhagen: Det Danske Selskab.
1983).
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See Enok Mortensen's Schools for Life: The
Grundtvigian Folk Schools in America (Askov, Minnesota,
USA: American Publishing Company, 1977) for a thorough
treatment of the schools at Elk Horn, Ashland, Nysted,
Danebod, Atterdag. and Dalum. See also Thorvald
Hansen, We Laid Foundation Here: The Early History of
Grand View College (Des Moines, lowa: Grand View
College, 1972), pp. 17££.
21 Ibid., p. 15. Cf. also pp. 45££:"It is sometimes claimed and
more frequently assumed that Grand View began as a folk
school. This is emphatically not the case. Certainly this is
not to suggest that there were no elements of the folk
school tradition present in the institution. Much less is it to
deny that the spirit of the folk school movement inspired
and even impelled the leaders within the Church in the
direction of establishing a school. Thus, while it is quite
incorrect to class the early Grand View as a folk school, it
is undeniable that the folk school influence was strong.
This influence was to continue to be strong - - so strong
that for at least the first quarter of its existence, there
would be repeated efforts to make the folk school impulse
the dominant one at the Danish school."
28 Ibid., p. 62. Vestergaard, an honor student and graduate
of the University of Copenhagen, was accomplished in
Latin, Hebrew, and religious philosophy.
29 Grand View College Catolog, 1898-99, pp. 6-7: "Der
holdes i Regelen et Foredrag om Dagen i den forste
Morgentime. Hensigten med disse Foredrag er behandle
et eller andet Emne paa en langt mere oplysende og
indgaaende Maade, end det wil kunne naaes ud fra en
Laerebog eller ved Elevernes Selvstudium. Det maa anses
for at vaere af Betydning for den almindelige Udvikling og
Dannelse, at enkelte Sider af det menneskelige Aandsliv
faar en saa fyldig og udtommende Behandling som mulig.
26
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Men af samme Grund bor man holde sig indenfor den
rette Begraensning. Derfor meddeles kun et Foredrag om
Dagen."
30 Ibid., p. 7.
31 Vestergaard himself thought that there should be fewer
lectures. In the annual meeting (Aarsmode) of 1900 he
declared, "We are ruled by a Grundtvigian superstition
regarding the importance of lectures" (Dannevirke, 21:28,
July 11, 1900, p. 3).
32 Hansen, ~ cit., p. 98.
33 Ibid .. p. 57.
34 Grand View College Catalog 1998-99,p. 3. By the 190203 catalog the second purpose was dropped.
35 Ibid., p. 6.
36 Grand View College Catalog, 1899-1900,p. 2.
37 The study of literature, history, science, and language
did provide "folk school-like" opportunities, however.
Interestingly, one of the languages studied was Latin, a
tongue whose general study Grundtvig could hardly be
said to recommend (1897-1898Catalog, p. 6). See Hansen,
op. cit., pp. 97££.
38 I was recently told by the Director of Strategic Planning
that the college kept no records on the number of students
of Danish origin or descent. She admitted that it would be
a good idea, but that no one had ever really thought of it.
To my knowledge there is only one full-blooded Dane left
on the faculty.
39 Last year the tenured professor of Scandanavian Studies
was informed that, due to economic exigencies, he would
no longer be permitted regularly to offer courses in
Danish, Danish history, or Danish literature. Most of his
teaching would now be assigned to the new "interdisciplinary seminars" required of all juniors and seniors.
c The difficulty in retaining "Danish identity" is paralleled
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by the problem of effectively cultivating "Lutheran identity." Even though Grand View is one of the 29 colleges of
the Evangelical Lutheran Church of America, and despite
the fact that it is located in a part of the country with an
historically high Lutheran population, there are formidable internal and external obstacles to the promotion of its
Lutheranism. Some believe the Grundtvigian theological
tradition has actually hampered the development of recognizable marks of its Lutheran identity.
41 The average age of the Grand View student in 1994 was
24.7 years, significantly higher than the national average.
42 It is not that all students are obstinate toward the possibility of enlightenment from the "life" of the past, rather, it
is that economic realities give them no time to pursue it. In
the typical American family, both spouses must now work
if they are to enjoy the same standard of living as their parents. For the divorced, single mother attending Grand
View to acquire credentials to get a job, there simply are no
hours left in the day for the luxury of cultural enlightenment and reflection upon the meaning of existence.
Sometimes a Grand View student genuinely excited by her
first real encounter with the humanities, will tell me that
she would take another course in the liberal arts if she
could "afford to take classes for the fun of it."
43 The decline in foreign language instruction was perhaps
hastened by the movement of the school in the 1970's from
a two year junior college to a four-year baccalaureategranting institution. While Grand View, the junior college,
prided itself in providing its students with a solid liberal
arts introduction readily transferable to the universities,
the baccalaureate-granting Grand View became careerist
in orientation. Foreign language study simply did not fit
the college's new "direction."
44 I have encountered the remnants of a folkelig spirit at
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the college in the distrust by many of professors actively
doing research and scholarship. Many "old guard" faculty
seem to regard such activity as an essentially elitist effort.
It could be argued that folkelighed is presently displayed
in the college's uniform salary scale, and in the disdain
many faculty exhibit for the notion of merit pay recently
introduced by the administration. While many small
teaching colleges are suspicious of faculty actively
engaged in research, the situation seems more pronounced
at Grand View. It would be premature, however, to claim
that a structurally-pervasive folkelighed is responsible for
this state of affairs. Grand View's former existence as a
junior college is probably more significant, for many current faculty (most of whom do not hold academic doctorates in their field) were given automatic tenure when the
college became a four-year institution. Quite understandably,their attitudes and values recall more the teaching
ethos of the junior college than the research emphasis of
the university.
45 Grand View does have an active Weekend and Evening
Program explicitly marketed to "adult learners." While
most urban colleges now have similar programs, Grand
View has been in the market for years. Perhaps the faculty's facile embrace of the concept was in part due to a
residual Grundtvigianism still pervading the college in
those years.
46 Students at Grand View have an average high school
grade point average of 2.83 out of 4.00, somewhat lower
than the national average, and an ACT score of 19.8, a
score also a little lower than the average college student.
47 Many faculty and administrators at Grand View are
aware of the college's Grundtvigian past, and want somehow to use this in giving direction to the college today. The
problem is that a type of Grundtvigian "proof-texting" can
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result which attempts to legitimate educational policy and
marketing decisions which have been reached on decidedly non-Grundtvigian grounds.
48 Recall Grundtvig's statement that "no school is able to
create new life in us" (N.F.S.Grundtvig, p. 153).
49 A word should be added about the role of "accreditation
agencies" in this process. In America institutions of higher
learning receive "accreditation" in order to be able to
advertise themselves as "legitimate." A college which loses
its accreditation is in a death knell; it can no longer attract
students, for students can no longer transfer credits from
it. In order to be accredited, certain measurable criteria
must be established and "assessed." Unfortunately, many
of those things communicated in Grundtvig's "school for
life" are not tangible and quantifiable; they cannot be
"assessed." A college which was really a Grundtvigian
"school for life" could not be accredited in America.
Barring huge private or government investments, it would
soon go out of business.
soA number of years ago, an influential book appeared in
America that sketches the new generation of American college student. In The Closing of the American Mind (New
York: Simon and Schuster, 1987), Allan Bloom documents
well the implicit relativism and distrust of ideas exhibited
by today's college student. Most students uncritically
believe that the world is divided into objective facts discoverable by the sciences, and values which are entirely
subjective and personal. Because value statements can neither be deduced from self-evident propostions nor be
experimentally confirmed, they are wholly a matter of
taste. Unfortunately, de gustibus non disputans.
st Grand View College, like many American institutions, is
in search for a distinctive identity that would allow it a
competitive market niche. Because there are a number of
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ther institutions of higher education in the Des Moines
a, Grand View must have some differentiating "identi." Drake University has the "excellent liberal arts college"
·dentity, Des Moines Area Community College possesses
e "cheap, but the credits transfer" image . In this context,
e President, members of the Board of Trustees, and some
senior administrators have pushed the idea of Grand View
college as the "partnership" institution, an institution
where education extends beyond the classroom through
mtemships, work, and apprenticeships. The motto "school
r life" has been employed in connection with this notion.
ccordingly, a "school for life" becomes a place where education is immediately applicable to the world of work, the
so-called "real world" of life itself.
One might argue that the experience in Viet Nam was as
devastating for American pride as the loss of SlesvigHolsten was to Danish pride .
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